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3School or the Streets: Crime and California’s Dropout Crisis

California faces a dropout crisis that poses a significant threat to public safety.  An estimated one in three
California high school students does not graduate from high school on time. And of the more than half-
million Californians who turn 20 each year, 120,000 do not have a high school diploma or General
Equivalency Degree.

High school graduates are less likely to turn to crime

High school dropouts are three and one-half times more likely than high school graduates to be arrest-
ed, and more than eight times as likely to be in jail or prison.  Across the country, 68 percent of state
prison inmates do not receive a high school diploma.

According to researchers, a 10 percentage point increase in graduation rates reduces murder and assault
rates by about 20 percent, which would prevent 500 murders and over 20,000 aggravated assaults in
California each year.

Proven interventions can improve graduation and dropout rates

Smaller learning communities at high schools with student and family advisors. Implementation of the
First Things First program would yield 16 extra high school graduates for every 100 students enrolled.
Participation in the School Transitional Environment Project (STEP) program cuts student dropout rates
in half.

High-quality preschool. Evidence from two long-term evaluations of the effects of preschool show that
participating in high-quality preschool increases high school graduation rates by as much as 44 percent.

Targeted dropout-prevention programs. The Check & Connect program uses monitors to check that
high-risk students are in school and connect them to needed services.  Ninth grade students not in the
program were three times more likely to drop out than participating students.

Increased investments in effective programs are needed in
California

California is falling far short of the investment needed to increase graduation rates.

At the high school level, only one California high school is implementing the proven First Things First
model; there are no known proven STEP or Check & Connect programs in the state; and the state’s prom-
ising small learning communities program, the California Partnership Academies, reaches only one in
five high schools.   

Considering interventions for younger children, hundreds of thousands of low-income children in
California do not have access to publicly-funded preschool programs due to long waiting lists and inad-
equate funding.

Cutting dropouts saves money and lives

California’s dropout crisis not only threatens public safety, it also damages California’s economy.
Dropouts earn less, pay fewer taxes, and are more likely to collect welfare and turn to crime.  For each
year’s worth of dropouts, California suffers billions of dollars in economic losses over time, including
$12 billion in crime costs alone.

School or the Streets
Crime and California’s Dropout Crisis

Executive Summary



The more than 350 law

enforcement leaders and
crime victim members of
Fight Crime: Invest in Kids

California are committed to taking dan-
gerous criminals off the streets.  But years
of crime-fighting experience and rigor-
ous research show that tough law
enforcement is not enough.  In order to
most effectively reduce crime and safe-
guard our communities, it is necessary to
take steps to prevent kids from ever
becoming involved in crime in the first
place.   

A good education is not only critical
to a young person’s success in life, it is
also one of the most fundamental crime-
prevention tools available.  Kids who
stay in school and graduate are more
likely to become productive citizens,
and less likely to turn to crime.

California faces a dropout crisis that
poses a significant threat to public safety.
An estimated one in three California high
school students does not graduate from
high school on time.1 And of the more
than half-million Californians who turn
20 each year, 120,000 do not have a
high school diploma or General
Equivalency Degree.2  

At more than 100 of California’s 1,000
high schools, the majority of high school
students are not expected to graduate.3

Nationally, nearly 50 percent of African-
American and nearly 40 percent of
Latino youth attend high schools in
which graduation is not the norm.4

For years, the dropout crisis in
California and across the nation has
been a “silent epidemic,”5 drawing insuf-
ficient attention due to differing, and
sometimes very misleading, methodolo-
gies to measure high school graduation
rates.  Many districts have assumed,
without evidence, that students who
stopped showing up for class were
enrolled somewhere else.  

For example, for the Class of 2006,
California reported an inflated gradua-
tion rate of 83 percent to the federal gov-
ernment for the No Child Left Behind
Act—based on unreliable dropout
data—although the more accurate grad-
uation rate measure is 67 percent.6

The extent of the dropout crisis is still
not precisely clear because California
lacks an effective, comprehensive data
system that tracks individual student data
from the time a student enters the educa-

tional system until he or she leaves it.  As
a result, California’s graduation rate is
still only an estimate.  California is in the
process of building a longitudinal data
tracking system, but proposed funding to
support local data collection for the sys-
tem was cut from the 2007-2008 state
budget.7

HHiigghh  sscchhooooll
ddrrooppoouuttss  aarree  tthhrreeee  aanndd
oonnee--hhaallff  ttiimmeess  mmoorree
lliikkeellyy  tthhaann  hhiigghh  sscchhooooll
ggrraadduuaatteess  ttoo  bbee  aarrrreesstt--
eedd,,  aanndd  oovveerr  eeiigghhtt  ttiimmeess
mmoorree  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  bbee  iinn  jjaaiill
oorr  pprriissoonn..
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INCREASED GRADUATION RATES WOULD PREVENT VIOLENT CRIME
ANNUAL IMPACT IF HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES INCREASED 10 PERCENTAGE POINTS

County Homicides 
Prevented*

Aggravated Assaults
Prevented*

Alameda 25 920

Alpine - 1

Amador - 22

Butte 2 96

Calaveras - 25

Colusa - 8

Contra Costa 16 485

Del Norte - 14

El Dorado 1 83

Fresno 15 727

Glenn - 12

Humboldt - 48

Imperial - 127

Inyo - 14

Kern 4 535

Kings - 83

Lake - 45

Lassen - 17

Los Angeles 214 7,241

Madera 2 113

Marin - 60

Mariposa - 14

Mendocino - 78

Merced 4 229

Modoc - 3

Mono - 9

Monterey 3 231

Napa - 79

Nevada - 48

Orange 15 1,053

Placer 1 96

Plumas - 6

Riverside 22 1,105

Sacramento 22 1,161

San Benito - 31

San Bernardino 35 1,198

San Diego 20 1,799

San Francisco 19 529

San Joaquin 11 792

San Luis Obispo - 118

San Mateo 6 309

Santa Barbara 2 258

Santa Clara 9 718

Santa Cruz 1 161

Shasta - 126

Sierra - 1

Siskiyou - 22

Solano 6 178

Sonoma 1 389

Stanislaus 6 452

Sutter - 50

Tehama - 95

Trinity - 5

Tulare 11 425

Tuolumne - 23

Ventura 6 235

Yolo - 112

Yuba 2 50

SSttaatteewwiiddee  ttoottaall  550011 2222,,886644

County Homicides 
Prevented*

Aggravated Assaults
Prevented*

Lochner & Moretti, 2004; CA DOJ Criminal Justice Profile, 2005 Due to rounding, figures do not add to total shown.

* Number of homicides or aggravated assaults that would be prevented



Rigorous research has established the
strong link between high school gradua-
tion and reduced crime. This is not sur-
prising since dropping out can have the
short-term effect of leaving young people
unsupervised on the streets, and the
long-term impact of leaving teens and
adults without the skills they need to
make an honest living. 

High school dropouts are three and
one-half times more likely than high
school graduates to be arrested, and over
eight times more likely to be in jail or
prison.8 Across the country, 68 percent
of state prison inmates do not receive a
high school diploma.9

While staying in school even one year
longer reduces the likelihood that a
youngster will turn to crime,10 graduating

high school has a dramatic impact.
University of California, Berkeley econo-
mist Enrico Moretti and Canadian econ-
omist Lance Lochner studied the rela-
tionship between graduation and crime
and concluded that a 10 percentage
point increase in graduation rates would
reduce murder and assault rates by about
20 percent.11

Increasing graduation rates in
California from 67 percent to 77 percent,
therefore, would yield 50,000 more
graduates annually and prevent approxi-
mately 500 murders and over 20,000
aggravated assaults each year.12 The
accompanying chart provides a county-
by-county analysis of violent crimes that
could be prevented by such an increase
in graduation rates.

AA  1100  ppeerrcceennttaaggee  ppooiinntt

iinnccrreeaassee  iinn  ggrraadduuaattiioonn  rraatteess

wwoouulldd  pprreevveenntt  aapppprrooxxiimmaattee--

llyy  550000  mmuurrddeerrss  aanndd  oovveerr

2200,,000000  aaggggrraavvaatteedd  aassssaauullttss

eeaacchh  yyeeaarr..

High school graduates are less likely to turn
to crime

Programs proven to improve graduation
and dropout rates

Effective educational programs that
increase high school graduation rates are
among our best bets for reducing crime.
However, improving graduation rates is
not easy.  Columbia University
researcher Henry Levin and his col-
leagues conducted an extensive search of
programs impacting graduation and
“found very few interventions that
demonstrably increased high school
graduation rates on the basis of rigorous
and systematic evaluation.”13

In addition, there are few programs
with rigorous evidence showing they cut
dropout rates.  Although staying in school
does not guarantee that a student will
graduate, preventing dropouts itself is
linked to reducing crime.14 Dropout-pre-
vention programs also have the potential
to improve graduation rates and cut
crime even more.

In part, the small number of effective
programs is because many promising
efforts seem to be working but have not
yet been rigorously evaluated.  It also

reflects, however, the reality that it can
be hard to turn teens’ lives around once
they are already well on their way down
the wrong track in life.  A low-dosage
intervention over a short period of time
will not be enough. 

There are several approaches with rig-
orous proof that they can improve gradu-
ation and dropout rates:

Small learning communi-
ties with student and
family advisors

First Things First (FTF) was originally
launched in 1998 and is operating in
more than 70 schools in nine districts
around the country.  The FTF program
model was implemented in Kansas City
and replicated in 12 middle schools and
high schools in four school districts (in
Texas, Missouri and Mississippi) as part
of a rigorous external evaluation. The
reform targets middle school and high
school kids, and consists of three major
components:

FFiigghhtt  CCrriimmee::  IInnvveesstt  iinn  KKiiddss    CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa6
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• Small learning communities:
These consist of up to 350 stu-
dents and their key instructors
throughout the duration of the
program, which can be several
years.

• Family advocate system: Each
student is paired with a staff
member who monitors and
assists in the student’s progress.

• Instructional improvement
efforts: Teachers participate in
professional development and
work to align curricula with
state and local standards. 

Rigorous evaluations of First Things
First have demonstrated impressive
results. Research shows FTF would yield
16 extra high school graduates for every
100 students provided the intervention.15

In addition, School Transitional
Environment Project (STEP) is a class-
room-based intervention of smaller
learning communities within high
schools, which employs homeroom
teachers as guidance counselors, admin-
istrative contacts and liaisons to parents
of the students.  The program is designed
to help at-risk students successfully make
the transition from middle school to high
school.  A rigorous long-term evaluation
showed that program participation cut
student dropout rates in half.16

High-quality preschool 

Law enforcement leaders have long
known about the impressive crime-pre-
vention benefits of high-quality pre-
school.  By age 27, at-risk 3- and 4-year-
olds left out of one effective program
were five times more likely to be chron-
ic law breakers than similar children
who attended the program.17 And young-
sters left out of another high-quality pro-
gram were 70 percent more likely than
program participants to have been arrest-
ed for a violent crime by age 18.18

Evidence from two long-term evalua-
tions of the effects of preschool show that
participating in effective preschool also
increases high school graduation rates. 

The High/Scope Educational Research
Foundation initiated a study of the Perry
Preschool Program in Ypsilanti,
Michigan, in 1962.  The Perry Preschool
Program is a high-quality, one- to two-
year-long educational program. The pro-
gram includes a home-visiting compo-
nent and is considered a model of effec-
tive early childhood educational pro-
grams.19

According to a long-term study fol-
lowing at-risk children through age 40
who attended Perry Preschool, children
enrolled in Perry Preschool were 44 per-
cent more likely to graduate from high

school than similar children not in the
program.20A separate analysis conclud-
ed that the Perry Preschool Program
would yield 19 extra high school gradu-
ates for every 100 students provided the
intervention.21

Chicago’s federally-funded Child-
Parent Centers have served over 100,000
3- and 4-year-olds since 1967. The pro-
gram is a center-based early education
program that provides preschool and
family-support services to economically-
disadvantaged children.22

Researchers found that Child-Parent
Center children were 29 percent more
likely to graduate from high school than
similar children not enrolled in the pro-
gram.23 A separate analysis concluded
that this program would yield 11 extra
high school graduates for every 100 stu-
dents provided the intervention.24

Targeted dropout-
prevention programs

Check & Connect is a dropout-preven-
tion program that targets high-risk middle
and high school students.  Students are
assigned to a staff program monitor.  The
program consists of two main functions.
The “check” component assesses student
engagement with school via the monitor-
ing of truancy and school performance.
The “connect” component involves stu-
dents receiving individualized attention
in conjunction with school personnel,
family members, and community service
providers.  The monitor intervenes when
students encounter problems to help
them stay on track and in school.25 

Two rigorous evaluation studies found
Check & Connect to be effective at keep-
ing kids from dropping out of school.
One study found that 12th grade students
in Check & Connect were 33 percent less
likely to drop out of school than students
not in the program.26 Another study
found that 9th grade students not in the
program were three times more likely to
drop out.27

43%

21%

Percent of students who dropped out of high school

Students in STEPStudents not in STEP

STEP SMALL LEARNING COMMUNITIES CUT DROPOUTS IN HALF
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Effective class-size
reduction 

Tennessee’s class-size experiment
demonstrates that, when effectively
implemented, smaller class sizes for
young students can increase graduation
rates.  Tennessee’s Project STAR
(Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio)
began in 1985.  Project STAR used a ran-
dom control trial design to assign chil-
dren in grades K-3 to small classes (13-
17 kids) or full-size classes (22-26 kids).
Children were kept in the small class-
size arrangement for up to four years,
and returned to full-size classes by grade
4.  STAR researchers continued to follow
students through grade 12.  Nearly
12,000 students in more than 300 class-
rooms across Tennessee participated in
the STAR experiment.28

Project STAR’s class-size reduction
had a significant effect on high school
graduation rates, with low-income kids
benefiting the most.  Being in small
classes eliminated a significant gradua-
tion gap between higher-income and
low-income kids.29 An analysis of
Project STAR projected that four years of

small class sizes during grades K-3
would yield 11 extra high school gradu-
ates for every 100 students who attended
smaller classes.30

Increased investment in
quality teachers 

Researchers used state-level data from
around the nation on teacher wages, stu-
dent high school dropout rates, and
other related variables to conclude that
raising teacher wages by 10 percent
reduced high school dropout rates by on
average 3 to 6 percent.31 Based on this
research, a separate analysis estimated
that a 10 percent increase in teacher
salaries for all years K-12 would
strengthen the teacher workforce and
yield on average five extra high school
graduates for every 100 students.32

Check & Connect is a

dropout-prevention

program that targets high-

risk middle and high school

students.  Two rigorous

evaluation studies found it

to be effective at keeping

kids from dropping out of

school.

65%

45%

By age 40, percent of children who have graduated from high school

Similar children randomly excluded
from Perry Preschool

Perry Preschool Children

QUALITY PRESCHOOL INCREASES GRADUATION RATES
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California Partnership
Academies

The California Partnership Academies
(CPAs) were created in the 1980s. A cen-
tral element of the program, like First
Things First and STEP, is small learning
communities.  The state funds 286
Academies at a total of 201 high schools
in California.

The Academies provide a school-with-
in-a-school structure targeted to at-risk
students, with a focus on integrating aca-
demic and career technical education.
Each Academy is devoted to one particu-
lar industry sector, such as health, infor-
mation technology, media, agribusiness,
or public safety.  Students receive instruc-
tion in academic subjects and career
technical classes that contribute to an
understanding of the industry sector.
Each Academy must partner with a local
business community, whose representa-
tives help develop the career technical
curriculum, act as mentors and speakers,
host workplace field trips, and provide
summer and part-time school-year jobs.

Rigorous research on Career
Academies in California and several
other states showed that Career
Academies reduced high school dropouts
by one third.33 CPA is one of the original
Career Academy models, although com-
ponents of Career Academies vary from
state to state.34 

Research focused specifically on
CPAs, although lacking a rigorous control
group model, yielded promising results.
According to findings released in 2007,
seniors attending these programs were 10
percent more likely to graduate than sen-
iors statewide.35 Rigorous evaluations of
CPAs are needed to more accurately
determine its effectiveness. 

After-school credit
reclamation

An emerging program in California is
“credit reclamation” classes, which have
not yet been subject to an independent
evaluation.  According to school officials
at Blair High School in Pasadena, credit
reclamation classes have increased the
number of on-time graduates in 2005
through 2007 by 32 percent. The classes
are offered after school to students who
need core curriculum credits in order to
graduate.  Students can earn up to five
credits if they successfully complete 60
hours of study in their individual core
subjects.  During the past three years,
over 100 students relied on credit recla-
mation courses to graduate on time.36

Rigorous research with a control group is
still needed to demonstrate the effective-
ness of this approach.

Blair High School’s after-school pro-
gram is funded through California’s 21st
Century High School ASSETs (After
School Safety and Enrichment for Teens)
program.  ASSETs, which Fight Crime:
Invest in Kids California helped establish,
funds approximately 200 locally-
designed high school after-school pro-
grams across California. 

Promising and emerging programs
in California
Promising research shows that California is developing programs with the
potential to positively impact graduation and dropout rates.  These pro-
grams should be expanded widely if more rigorous research confirms they
can reliably deliver strong results. 

Rigorous research on

Career Academies in

California and several other

states showed that Career

Academies reduced high

school dropouts by one

third.



Despite research on proven and prom-
ising programs, California is falling far
short of the investment needed to sub-
stantially increase graduation rates.  For
example, with respect to proven small
learning communities, only one
California high school is implementing a
proven First Things First program, and
there are no known proven STEP pro-
grams in the state.37

While the state supports promising
small learning communities through the
California Partnership Academies, the
state has not expanded this program
since 2000.   Administrators, however,
are considering expansion through SB
70, which was enacted in 2005 to pro-
mote career technical education linkages
between high schools and community
colleges.38 Currently, only one in five
high schools has a California Partnership
Academy, and these programs are avail-
able for just 2 percent of high school stu-
dents statewide.39 For a county-by-coun-
ty analysis of the percentage of high
schools with proven or promising small
learning communities, see Appendix.
Additional funding for evaluating these
academies is also needed to more accu-
rately assess its promise as an effective
graduation-boosting strategy. 

California provides publicly-funded

preschool for many low-income children,
but early learning programs still are not
available to hundreds of thousands of
low-income California children due to
lack of funding and facilities.  Three out of
four publicly-funded preschools have
waiting lists and are forced to turn away
low-income children.40 As a result, fewer
than half of the state’s low-income 3- and
4-year-olds attend publicly-funded
preschools, and many of those programs
are not of sufficient quality to achieve the
gains demonstrated by effective pro-
grams.41

Also, no schools in the state offer
Check & Connect dropout-prevention
programs.

Finally, California did implement class-
size reduction on a large scale in 1996,
reducing class size to 20 in 18,000 K-3
classes statewide.  Outcomes have been
mixed:  While initial evaluations did not
find achievement gains for students in
smaller classes, in part due to newly
recruited teachers being inexperienced, a
more recent evaluation found positive
benefits.  California’s policy does not pro-
vide as much funding per child or as
small classes as the Tennessee program
that demonstrated a positive impact on
graduation rates.42

Increased investments in effective 
programs are needed in California

Cutting dropouts saves lives and money

California’s dropout crisis not only
threatens public safety, it also damages
California’s economy.   Dropouts earn
less, pay fewer taxes, and are more likely
to collect welfare and turn to crime.  For
example, high school graduates in
California earn on average $290,000
more than dropouts over their lifetimes—
and pay over $100,000 more in federal,
state and local taxes.  Once criminal jus-
tice costs, welfare benefits and health
coverage are factored in, each dropout
costs federal, state and local taxpayers a

total of $169,000.43

Overall, factoring in costs to crime
victims and reduced productivity from a
less-qualified workforce, for each year’s
worth of dropouts California suffers an
estimated $46 billion in economic loss-
es, including $12 billion in crime costs
alone.44

Proven interventions that improve
graduation rates are a smart investment
for California.  Even putting aside benefits
to graduates themselves and the econo-
my generally, each dollar invested in First

Things First, quality preschool and the
other interventions proven to increase
graduation rates generates $2 to $4 in
taxpayer savings alone.45

With respect to

proven small learning

communities, only one

California high school is

implementing a proven

First Things First program,

and there are no known

proven STEP programs in

the state.
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11School or the Streets: Crime and California’s Dropout Crisis

The law enforcement leaders and crime survivors of Fight Crime:
Invest In Kids California call on policymakers to cut crime by support-
ing meaningful reform of California’s education system. 

Specifically, state and federal policymakers should:

• Increase investment in evidence-based programs proven to
improve graduation and dropout rates, such as smaller learn-
ing communities with student and family advisors and high-
quality preschool.

• Improve California’s data collection system in order to
more effectively track dropouts and graduates and to help
evaluate the impact of local polices, programs and practices.

• Invest in rigorous evaluations of promising programs to
ensure they deliver strong results. 

California cannot afford to turn its back on wise investments that
will increase high school graduation rates and cut crime.  The safety
of all Californians is at stake. 

Conclusion and recommendations

$22.4 billion
Reduced earnings

$9.5 billion
Crime victims

$8.3 billion
Less economic growth

$6.4 billion
Government

(state and local)

$46 BILLION IN LOSSES TO CALIFORNIA FROM
EACH YEAR’S DROPOUTS

Net losses to state and local government include criminal justice, welfare and health costs plus lost
taxes, after subtracting public education expenditures saved when students stop attending school.

EEaacchh  ddoollllaarr  iinnvveesstteedd  iinn

FFiirrsstt  TThhiinnggss  FFiirrsstt,,  qquuaalliittyy

pprreesscchhooooll  aanndd  tthhee  ootthheerr

iinntteerrvveennttiioonnss  pprroovveenn  ttoo

iinnccrreeaassee    ggrraadduuaattiioonn  rraatteess

ggeenneerraatteess  $$22  ttoo  $$44  iinn  ttaaxx--

ppaayyeerr  ssaavviinnggss  aalloonnee..
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12 Appendix

HIGH SCHOOLS WITH PROVEN/PROMISING SMALL LEARNING COMMUNITIES
CCoouunnttyy PPrroovveenn

SSLLCCss****
PPrroommiissiinngg
CCPPAAss****

TToottaall
HHiigghh  SScchhoooollss PPeerrcceennttaaggee

Alameda 0 14 41 34%

Alpine 0 0 2 0%

Amador 0 0 2 0%

Butte 0 2 8 25%

Calaveras 0 0 2 0%

Colusa 0 1 4 25%

Contra Costa 0 7 30 23%

Del Norte 0 0 1 0%

El Dorado 0 1 6 17%

Fresno 0 4 31 13%

Glenn 0 0 5 0%

Humboldt 0 0 9 0%

Imperial 0 2 8 25%

Inyo 0 0 5 0%

Kern 0 11 31 35%

Kings 0 3 5 60%

Lake 0 1 6 17%

Lassen 0 1 4 25%

Los Angeles 1* 45 194 24%

Madera 0 0 6 0%

Marin 0 1 8 13%

Mariposa 0 0 3 0%

Mendocino 0 0 11 0%

Merced 0 1 11 9%

Modoc 0 1 3 33%

Mono 0 0 5 0%

Monterey 0 5 14 36%

Napa 0 0 4 0%

Nevada 0 2 2 100%

Orange 0 14 65 22%

Placer 0 1 13 8%

Plumas 0 0 4 0%

Riverside 0 13 50 26%

Sacramento 0 16 37 43%

San Benito 0 0 2 0%

San Bernardino 0 7 49 14%

San Diego 0 10 78 13%

San Francisco 0 2 14 14%

San Joaquin 0 4 19 21%

San Luis Obispo 0 0 9 0%

San Mateo 0 4 17 24%

Santa Barbara 0 2 11 18%

Santa Clara 0 7 41 17%

Santa Cruz 0 2 8 25%

Shasta 0 0 8 0%

Sierra 0 0 2 0%

Siskiyou 0 0 8 0%

Solano 0 3 11 27%

Sonoma 0 1 15 7%

Stanislaus 0 2 17 12%

Sutter 0 0 5 0%

Tehama 0 0 3 0%

Trinity 0 0 3 0%

Tulare 0 5 17 29%

Tuolumne 0 0 7 0%

Ventura 0 4 21 19%

Yolo 0 2 7 29%

Yuba 0 0 3 0%
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California Department of Education. (n.d.). California Partnership Academy Directory.
Retrieved on November 15, 2007 from http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/gs/hs/cpagen.asp

California Department of Education. (n.d.).  School Directory. Retrieved on November
15, 2007 from http://www.cde.ca.gov/re/sd/

* Los Angeles County’s SLC is First Things First at the Maywood Academy. 

** SLCs are Small Learning Communities; CPAs are California Partnership
Academies.
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